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We, as numismatists, are, or at least should be, in many ways ama- 
teur historians. We certainly should be far more aware of important eras 
than people in an average cross-section of our society, because one of the 
crucial aspects of the study of coins and tokens is the historical informa- 
tion which makes the artifacts we collect socially significant. One of 
the most trite and often repeated phrases that one hears is that those who 
do not learn the lessons of history are doomed to repeat them. Yet, I am 
afraid that we do not always learn our lessons well. Rather, I should say 
that we pick and choose those lessons that we see as more significant and, 
sadly, ignore those that do not strike our fancy. 


Naturally, everybody is all too aware of the evils of the German 
Nazi regime, and of the resultant holocaust. The media, the movies and a 
host of current fiction authors will never let us forget it, and that is 
as it should be. We, our children and our children’s children are doomed 
to have to relive the grim reminders of man’s inhumanity to man over and 
over during our lifetimes. However, these tragic events were just a part 
of this century, and a horrible part of our own Western culture. 


But what of other cultures and other times? Is there no valuable 
lesson for us in the historic archives of people and nations who are far 
removed from us in terms of language, customs, time and ideology? I am 
sure that there are many indeed. However, our schools and literature of- 
ten barely mention such events in passing, and we live blissfully unaware 
of the background and habits of many of our potential friends and enemies 
with whom we share this planet. 


The story of which I speak tonight is about just such a situation. 
It should concern us all because it sheds a light on the history, culture 
and ideology of a group of people with whom we are at odds today. I refer 
to the emergence of the Islamic Empire in the seventh century A.D. In 
their book, "Wealth of the Roman World, AD 300-700," J.P.C. Kent and K.S. 
Painter state, "The explosive expansion of Islam and the Arab world in the 
second quarter of the seventh century remains one of the most astonishing 
and significant facts of history." In an article in the February, 1958 is- 
sue of The Numismatist entitled, "Militant Coins of Early Islam", Gleason 
L. Archer, Jr. called the emergence of the Islamic Empire "One of the most 
remarkable episodes in history." 


Consider that for over 4000 years these Arabs had coexisted as dis- 
united, uncultured, poverty-stricken and quarrelsome tribes who never ac- 
knowledged a common authority or loyalty of any sort. Religiously, they 
were superstitious worshipers of idols. Culturally, they were nomadic and 
had never progressed beyond the primitive agricultural stage with very few 
exceptions. They were hemmed in by powerful and highly organized neigh- 
bors. To the north and west laid the sophisticated Eastern Roman Empire 
led by the brilliant and able general, the Emperor Heraclius. Situated to 
the northeast was the centuries-old Sassanian Empire which had proved 
itself an able foe of Rome itself. 
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Suddenly, the Prophet Mohammed burst onto the scene. Everything 
changed! By the time Mohammed died in 632 AD, Arabia was united monothe- 
istically. Within two years the Muslims erupted into Syria. In 635 AD 
Damascus fell. In 636 the Muslims defeated the strongest Byzantine forces 
at the Yarmuk River, and by 637 they entered Jerusalem. They drove the 
Persians out of Iraq in 639, and all of Mesopotamia fell under the Muslim 
heel. Also in 639, 20,000 Arab troops invaded Egypt and successfully laid 
Siege to the mighty fortressed city of Alexandria with its garrison of 
50,000 troops and its powerful naval forces. Within one year Alexandria 
capitulated, and all of Egypt laid at its conqueror’s feet. Iran was de- 
feated in 641. The Mohammedan forces pushed east and west until, at the 
turn of the eighth century, the empire extended from the Indus Valley and 
Afghanistan in the east to Morocco and the Atlantic shore of Spain! By 
the year 712, the Moslem troops had crossed the Pyranees into France in 
the west, and in the east they threatened the very borders of China! 


How could it happen? How could these illiterate and undisciplined 
sons of the desert shatter nations which held vast advantages over them in 
terms of numbers, wealth, knowledge and sophistication? There were sever- 
al contributing factors. The Christian Byzantine government busied itself 
crushing various heretical sects, such as the Jacobites and the Nestorians 
and paid little attention to the Muslims until they never knew what hit 
them. The Syrian Arabs were oppressed by the Greek ruling classes and 
felt more akin to the Muslims. The Egyptian Coptics hated their Greek ru- 
lers and welcomed the Muslims as liberators. The Sassanians had suffered 
military reversals from the Romans under Heraclius in 628, and the Seme- 
tics there chafed under Iranian rule. 


However, even after taking all these considerations into account, 
there is only one underlying reason that made this military upheaval pos- 
Sible. That reason was not economic, not political, not racial! It was 
the religious fanaticism of the Arab converts to the new teachings of Mo- 
hammed! The old idols and superstitions had been cast off! The Muslims 
as one embraced the new belief that one true, omnipotent God spoke to them 
through his prophet revealing the path to salvation and eternal life. 

They were assured of God’s pardon if they were faithful to the new dogma, 
and they were confident of a heaven in which all earthly pleasures were 
magnified! 


Muslim soldiers literally hurled themselves at enemy spears and 
laughed at death! They certainly believed that a hero’s death assured a 
shortcut to Paradise and Allah’s forgiveness of all other sins. Their 
successes in battle encouraged the new converts to trust even more fully 
in the Koran. They were sure that Islam was the one true religion super- 
ceding decadent and corrupted Judaism and Christianity. They absolutely 
believed that they were destined to conquer the world and bring it under 
the authority of Allah Himself, represented by the Caliph or Successor of 
Mohammed. 


Numismatically, they found a remarkable way to express their new con- 
fidence. In 693, ’Abdalmalik inaugurated the first Muslim coinage. Previ- 
ously, confiscated treasures of Byzantium and Persia furnished all of the 
coinage needed by the conquerors. These pieces featured portraits of 
Christ or likenesses of Sassanian sovereigns in proud splendor. The Arabs 
soon discovered that, as they conquered and closed existing government 
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facilities, they developed a need to mint their own coins to encourage and 
support commerce. 


But what a difference between this new Muslim coinage and all that 
had gone before! The earliest coinage of Greek Lydia was uniface and bore 
a crude likeness of a deity or a bird or animal associated with their wor- 
ship. There were no legends. Next came obverse and reverse strikes, fol- 
lowed shortly by the use of letters or a short legend identifying the issu- 
ing state. Then followed realistic portraits of rulers and tyrants. Then 
the Roman Republic issued coins without portraits of living persons, but 
during the reign of Julius Caesar the human rulers became suddenly dei- 
fied, and he and all of his family members were eligible for portrayal on 
the Roman coins. After the splendid Roman coinage followed the Byzantine 
and Sassanian portraits. 


Now - suddenly - the new Muslim Caliphate coinage featured absolute- 
ly no portraits whatever! No ruler’s name, no nation, no people were men- 
tioned. The coinage simply became the currency of the new theocracy of 
Allah on earth. Only three names were permitted on the coins: the names 
of Allah Himself, the Prophet Mohammed, and the city of mintage (and that 
only to more easily apprehend debasers). 


My single dirham on display tonight is typical of the entire Cali- 
phate series. The exact same pattern was maintained for centuries. The 
only features which changed from coin to coin over the years were the ~ 
mint city and date. This dirham, approximately 26 milimeters in diameter, 
was struck during the reign of Caliph Al Mansur in AD 773. This can be 
determined from the Muslim date on the coin, AH 157. It was minted in 
what is now Baghdad, then known as Madinat al Salam, which inappropriately 
translates into City of Peace. 


The legend is a theological manifesto - a document of religious pro- 
paganda which passed through the hand of every subject in the Muslim em- 
pire with every commercial transaction. These coins shouted the same 
creed to all who touched them, whether Christian, Jew or pagan. Perhaps 
the coin itself contributed to break down the loyalty of Christians and 
Zoroastrians to their ancestral faith. The center field in the obverse 
reads, "There is no God but Allah alone. There is no associate to Him." 
This statement affirmed two propositions - that there is only the one true 
God, and that there is no division of that Godhead into a Trinity. The 
obverse border legend reads, "In the name of Allah: may He avert evil from 
this dirham, in Madinat al Salam, year seven and fifty and one hundred." 
The Muslim calendar is reckoned from Mohammed’s flight from Mecca to 
Medina in 622 AD. 


The reverse legend is a militant manifesto intended to strike terror 
into the heart of every infidel. The center reads, "Allah is One; Allah 
is the Eternal; He did not beget and He was not begotten, and He has never 
had an equal." This phrase is copied from the Sura 112, the Unitarian ma- 
nifesto of the Koran. Consider the implications of the message. God 
never begat a son. Christ, born of Mary, could not be God. There is no 
such thing as a Trinitarian Godhead, all being equal, because God is, by 
definition, unequaled. The Gospel is untrue. So taught Mohammed, and so 
the Muslims have believed ever since. Mohammed called the Christians 
"Pluralists." 
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The Christians of the time opposed the Muslims because they thought 
of their God as a God of love. If God were Unitarian, then before crea- 
tion there could have been nothing to love. But if there were Three Per- 
sons, love could have existed eternally. Also, if Christ had not been 
God, He could not have mediated with His Father by His death to save man- 
kind and forgive all sin. The Muslims were not concerned with such con- 
cepts of forgiveness or justice. Allah could simply forgive whom He 
pleased, and He had no reason to satisfy any moral law. Allah was pleased 
to forgive Muslims who accepted His authority as defined by the Koran. 
This explains the power of the reverse center legend from the Koran. 


The reverse border reads as follows: "Mohammed is the Apostle of 
Allah; He sent Him with true guidance and the religion of truth to make it 
triumphant over every religion, even though the pluralists disapprove." 
Note the sublime confidence. Muslims were winning everywhere. Allah 
would continue to support His warriors and servants as they forced their 
victims to choose between the Koran and death. All mankind would soon be 
Muslim! 


History has not yet vindicated their position. In 732 the Muslim 
wave was at its highest crest. All of France was within their grasp. But 
Charles Martel repelled their forces at the battle of Tours. They were 
forced to retreat into Spain. Constantinople rallied to push them back. 
The Greeks pushed them out of Asia Minor until the Turks once again arose. 
By the end of the eleventh century Crusaders reclaimed the Holy Land. 
Muslim nations were once again disunited and at variance with each other. 
Christianity became the most powerful religion in numbers. Except for the 
warlike Turks, the Muslim domain stagnated and had little effect on the 
outside world. 


There is a great lesson of history to be learned from the seventh 
century Muslim eruption: When a nation dedicates itself to the will and 
glory of God, forgetting human pride and worldly goods, and bears a clear 
and unashamed testimony and witness of their faith, they become a power 
with which to be reckoned. From our modern western prospective, the Mus- 
lim creed is riddled with grave and baneful errors, but their courage in 
standing up for their faith put many a Christian to shame then, since, and 
even now! We would not long have a problem with the orthodox Muslims if 
the followers of the Church of Christ threw themselves into the Lord’s 
cause with as keen an ardor and as forthright a testimony as did the illi- 
terate Bedouins of the seventh century who undertook to subdue the world 
to the religion of Allah. 
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